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Abstract 
One of the most controversial issues in foreign language teaching and learning over many years has been the role of the mother 
tongue. In fact, many educators have tried to completely eliminate L1 from the foreign language classroom. Furthermore, many 
educational establishments have perceived the role of the mother tongue as being a negative influence upon the learning process, 
and have rules in place which insist on a L2 only policy. However, as will be shown in this research, attempting to ban the 
mother tongue is an impossible task. In addition, this study will show that there is no definite research which can demonstrate 
that an L2 only learning environment has more of a positive effect upon the learning process than allowing the use of the mother 
tongue. Moreover, if used sparingly and in a pre-planned way, the first language can play a positive role in the learning of a 
foreign language.  
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı        
1. Introduction 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
 2013 The Aut ors. Publi hed by Elsevier L d. Open acc ss under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı
Keywords: Mother tongue; foreign language; learning process; planned use; taboo; positive; negative. 
1. Introduction 
For many years the role of the mother tongue has been considered to have a negative impact upon the learning of 
a foreign language. In fact, many educational establishments have attempted to ban the first language from the 
foreign language classroom, resulting in any attempted use of L1 being considered taboo. The main focus of this 
study is to show that there can be a positive role for the mother tongue, albeit a limited role. The first part of this 
study defines many of the key terms associated with foreign language learning. Following this is a critical review of 
the published literature in the form of a literature review. The methodology chapter provides justification for the 
primary research technique chosen, followed by a presentation of the findings which are critically analyzed and 
discussed. Finally, overall conclusions are drawn.   
2. Literature review 
According to Ellis (1994, p.19), “It is widely acknowledged that the role of the mother tongue in foreign 
language learning is a negative one. “ Furthermore, Butzkamm (2008) states that in many Asian countries, there is 
increasing pressure on English instructors to instruct through English only. From personal experience, having lived 
and taught in Asia for the last eight years, this is an accurate assessment. In fact, many learning establishments insist 
on instructing through a L2 policy only, and failure to do so may lead to complaints against the instructor. Cook 
(2001) supports Ellis and admits that use of the first language is often viewed in a negative way, whilst instructing 
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through L2 only is seen as positive. In fact Gill (2005) makes a valid point that teachers often feel guilty when using 
the first language, as there is often a taboo attached to any classroom use. However, despite all of the negativity, 
Macaro (2001) insists that research has failed to demonstrate, that the total exclusion of L1 has improved the 
learning of L2. As mentioned previously, many learning institutes and indeed instructors often insist on a complete 
ban of the mother tongue from the classroom. However, the reality of the foreign language classroom is not always 
so straight forward. In fact Deller and Rinvolucri (2002) hold the view that any attempt to ban the first language is 
not practical, as in the author’s opinion; there is a positive role to be played. Butzkamm (2008) holds the view that 
foreign language theory needs to have a total turnaround to show that the mother tongue can be a great asset and 
teaching aid. However, Krashen (1996) is in total disagreement and maintains that anytime L1 is used, it deprives 
learners the chance to use L2, therefore the target language is not maximized. Larrea (2002) argues that banning L1 
forces students to think in L2, however it is unlikely that the majority of learners often think in the target language. 
This viewpoint is also shared by Prodromou (1992) with the author maintaining, that any attempts to completely 
banish L1 will fail because if students are not speaking in L1, they will almost certainly be thinking in the mother 
tongue. Baker (1996) insists on a total ban of L1, along with Turnbull (2001), however the authors do not say as to 
how this can be achieved. Through personal experience, achieving a total ban on the mother tongue is unrealistic 
and possibly unnecessary. Therefore, if the mother tongue cannot be eliminated, it should be used in a positive, 
albeit limited way in order to benefit the learning process.  
If the mother tongue is to have a role to play in the learning of a foreign language, then it may be beneficial to use 
when learning complex grammar rules and vocabulary. According to Cook (2001), over 80 percent of modern 
language instructors use L1 for grammar instruction. Furthermore, in this author’s experience a majority of students 
frequently use dictionaries for translation, and when asked maintain that it is easier to learn grammar through using 
some L1, rather than using L2 only. This viewpoint is supported by Celik (2008), who believes that there is much 
potential for learners to be more efficient at English grammar, when learning the rules and structures with the help 
of the first language. However, clear rules and guidelines for learners and educators would need to be put in place, 
so as to avoid overuse of the mother tongue. 
Butzkamm (2008) believes that the mother tongue can play a positive part in the learning process if used at 
appropriate moments, with a clear purpose, depending on age, level, etc. However Gill (2005) insists that overuse 
and unplanned use has a totally negative impact. The author provides an example of a Slovak teacher going to 
London to observe a French lesson, and was surprised to observe that only seven words of French were used. This 
would appear to be a reason why many learning institutes insist on a L2 policy only. According to Schweers (1999) 
using a little L1 in L2 classes shows learners that two languages can coexist, therefore encouraging students to learn 
more L2, although it is essential that there is moderate and planned use only, to avoid overuse. This viewpoint is 
backed up by Auerbach (1993) who maintains that starting with the first language relaxes students, allowing them to 
gain confidence, resulting in learners being less intimidated. Prodromou (1992) believes that there is much potential 
to use L1 to help learning L2 but the mother tongue must be used sparingly. However other authors such as Polio 
and Duff (1994) are not in favor of any L1 use, and insist on a total ban, although the authors fail to put forward any 
strategy as to how any possible ban could be enforced. Jones (2010) is in favor of a limited role rather than a total 
ban of the mother tongue and insists that the majority of published research supports this viewpoint. 
3.  Methodology 
Various research collection methods were considered and in this case the selected technique is the questionnaire. 
The main advantage of this method is that it allows quick access to a wide range of respondents. However, it is 
recognized that the questionnaire does have its limitations. Moreover, this research technique is rather impersonal 
and merely touches the surface, rather than having a deep analysis of the subject matter. A comments section was 
added to the end of the questionnaire in order to give respondents the opportunity to explain their feelings and 
experiences in more detail. 
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4. Results, findings, analysis, and discussion of primary research 
4.1. Background 
A total of one hundred and sixty two adult students studying EFL at a Foreign Languages University in Seoul, 
South Korea, participated, with the students ranging from high beginner to advanced level.   
4.2. Aim: 
To ascertain if, when, and why learners believe that using the mother tongue can help to improve the learning of 
a foreign language.   
 
Table 1.Do you ever use the first language when learning a foreign language? 
 
Answer Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
Yes 118 73% 
No 44 27% 
 
Table 2.Do you think that using the mother tongue plays a positive role in learning L2? 
 
Answer Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
Yes 104 64% 
No 58 36% 
 
Table 3.Does your instructor allow you to use the mother tongue? 
 
Answer Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
Yes 16 10% 
No 146 90% 
 
Table 4.Why do you prefer to use the mother tongue? 
 
Answer Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
Improves learning 
English 
92 57% 
Makes me feel more 
confident 
18 11% 
I don’t like to use the 
mother tongue 
52 32% 
 
Table 5.What do you think that using L1 in English class can be useful for? (Respondents tick one or more boxes) 
 
Answer Number of 
Respondents 
Percentage 
Learning grammar    68  30% 
 Learning vocabulary  104  46% 
Giving instructions    8  4% 
Check comprehension    24  10% 
Is not useful    24  10% 
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4.3. Findings 
The results show that a majority of learners do use the mother tongue, despite the negativity surrounding its role. 
Moreover, this shows that despite the fact that many educators and institutes try to enforce a ban, it would seem that 
this approach has been unsuccessful. A further majority of learners (64%) admit that the role of the first language 
can help to learn a second language. Despite this, a strong majority of 90% of instructors do not allow students to 
use L1 inside the classroom. This is not surprising as many universities have rules in place forbidding any use of the 
first language. If L1 is to be used, the majority of students would prefer to use the mother tongue when learning 
grammar and vocabulary. This supports the earlier viewpoints from the published literature. (See p.2) 
4.4. Analysis and discussion: 
From the results and findings, the following conclusions can be made; 
a) A strong majority of students (90%) admitted that their instructor does not allow them to use L1. However, 
in the comments section it was mentioned by quite a number of students, that despite this, many students 
ignored the rules and continued to use their first language. Therefore trying to completely eliminate the 
mother tongue from the learning environment is not easy to enforce. This finding supports several authors 
viewpoints contained in the critical analysis of the published literature. (p.2)  
b) A majority of learners do use the mother tongue and believe that it helps rather than hinders the learning 
process. This supports the majority viewpoint mentioned in the literature review. (p.2-3) 
c) As previously stated by authors such as Cook (2001) and Celik (2008), if used sparingly and in a pre 
planned way, using the mother tongue to explain difficult vocabulary and complicated grammar rules can 
be a useful learning tool. The respondents agreed, with 46% of learners finding it beneficial for learning 
vocabulary and 30% for learning grammar.  
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5.  Conclusion 
The overall objective of this research was to prove that, contrary to common opinion at many foreign language 
learning institutes, the mother tongue does have an important and positive role to play throughout the process of 
learning a foreign language. The first part of this study defined many of the key terms of second language 
acquisition, followed by a critical analysis and discussion of the published literature. The overall findings indicated, 
that despite an often negative viewpoint held towards the mother tongue, it can and does have a positive role to play 
when learning a second language. Many authors agreed that the use of L1, especially during the early learning of L2, 
can encourage learners to learn more of L2. As learners become more confident and relaxed, they will rely on much 
less use of the first language. It was ascertained that the mother tongue can be useful when learning grammar and 
vocabulary. However, the first language must always be used in a pre planned way and used sparingly, so as to 
avoid overuse and to maximize the target language. Justifications and limitations of the primary research technique 
selected were discussed and the results critically analyzed. Many of the findings supported the critical analysis from 
the literature review (p.2-3). This leads to the overall conclusions which are as follows; 
a) Using the first language sparingly and in a pre planned way can be beneficial for the learning process, 
especially for learning vocabulary and difficult vocabulary. 
b) Using L1 in the early stages of learning a foreign language can help learners to feel more relaxed, which 
may encourage and motivate students to put more effort into learning the target language. Consequently, over time 
learners will rely less on their mother tongue and instead seek to maximize the target language. 
c) The policies and rules of educational establishments trying to enforce a ban of the mother tongue do not 
reflect the realities of learning inside the foreign language classroom. In fact, it was shown that this is an impossible 
rule to enforce, as students will often be thinking in L1 if not speaking in their first language. 
d) Clear rules and guidelines regarding L1 use must be put in place, in order to avoid confusion and overuse 
of the mother tongue. Educators must then follow the rules and be consistent with use of the first language, or many 
learners will not use L2 and instead try to take the easy way out by attempting to use L1 only.    
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